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[bookmark: _Toc224583064]1. Introduction
Globalisation has significantly increased the interaction between businesses from different cultural backgrounds. As multinational corporations expand into new markets, effective intercultural communication becomes essential for organisational success. However, cultural differences often create misunderstandings that may hinder collaboration and reduce organisational performance. Understanding how culture influences communication styles is therefore critical in international business management.
This essay evaluates the differences in communication styles between teams from the United Kingdom and Japan within the context of a business partnership. The discussion focuses on the collaboration between the UK-based multinational company Unilever and the Japanese multinational company Sony Group Corporation. Both organisations operate globally and represent distinctive cultural backgrounds that influence their management practices and communication behaviours.
The essay analyses how cultural differences between British and Japanese employees may lead to miscommunication during international collaboration. To provide theoretical insights, the discussion applies Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, Hall’s high-context and low-context communication theory, and Trompenaars’ seven dimensions of culture. By examining these frameworks, the essay highlights how cultural values influence communication patterns, decision-making processes, and workplace relationships between the two teams.
Understanding these intercultural dynamics is essential for multinational companies aiming to improve cross-cultural collaboration and ensure the successful implementation of international projects.







[bookmark: _Toc224583065]2. Background of the Companies and Market Context
The United Kingdom is one of the world’s leading economies and home to many multinational corporations that operate across diverse international markets. British organisations often adopt management practices characterised by relatively informal communication styles, individual initiative, and flexible decision-making structures (Hofstede, 2011). These features influence how UK employees interact in multinational teams.
Unilever, headquartered in London, is one of the largest consumer goods companies globally, producing a wide range of food, household, and personal care products. The company operates in more than 190 countries and relies heavily on international partnerships to expand its innovation and product development capabilities (Unilever, 2024).
Japan, on the other hand, has a distinctive business culture shaped by strong social norms, respect for hierarchy, and collective decision-making processes. Japanese organisations tend to emphasise group harmony, long-term relationships, and formal communication styles (Nakane, 1970). These characteristics influence how employees communicate and cooperate within business environments.
Sony Group Corporation, headquartered in Tokyo, is a globally recognised multinational organisation specialising in electronics, entertainment, and technology. Sony has built a reputation for technological innovation and collaborative partnerships worldwide.
In the scenario presented in this essay, a strategic collaboration between Unilever and Sony aims to develop innovative consumer technology products integrated with smart home and lifestyle solutions. However, managing teams from both the UK and Japan presents communication challenges due to differences in cultural values and communication styles.





[bookmark: _Toc224583066]3. Cultural Communication Theories
[bookmark: _Toc224583067]3.1 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory is widely used to analyse how national culture influences workplace behaviour. Hofstede (2011) identified several dimensions that explain differences between cultures, including individualism versus collectivism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance, and long-term orientation. These dimensions help organisations understand how cultural values shape communication styles, leadership expectations, and workplace relationships in different countries.
The United Kingdom is characterised by low power distance and high individualism, meaning that employees often expect equal participation in decision-making and value personal initiative. Employees are generally encouraged to express their ideas and opinions openly, even when communicating with managers. As a result, communication in British organisations tends to be relatively informal, direct, and focused on efficiency.
Japan, in contrast, demonstrates higher power distance and strong collectivism, meaning that hierarchy and group harmony are highly valued. Employees often prioritise consensus and respect for senior authority when communicating within organisations. Communication is usually more formal and indirect, as individuals try to avoid conflict and maintain positive relationships within the group.
These cultural differences may influence how employees from both countries communicate and collaborate during international projects. If these differences are not properly understood, they may lead to misunderstandings, misinterpretations, and challenges in teamwork.

[bookmark: _Toc224583068]3.2 High-Context and Low-Context Communication
Hall’s theory of high-context and low-context communication explains how cultures differ in the way information is conveyed. According to Hall (1976), low-context cultures communicate information explicitly through clear verbal messages, whereas high-context cultures rely more on implicit communication, shared understanding, and non-verbal cues. This means that the way people interpret messages can vary significantly depending on their cultural background.
The United Kingdom is generally considered a low-context culture, where individuals tend to communicate directly and clearly express opinions during discussions. Messages are usually straightforward, and people expect information to be stated clearly rather than implied. In contrast, Japan is recognised as a high-context culture, where communication often relies on indirect expressions and contextual understanding. In Japanese business culture, meaning is often conveyed through tone, body language, and the situation rather than through direct words.
These differences may lead to misunderstandings in multinational teams if employees interpret communication styles differently. For example, British employees may expect clear and direct responses, while Japanese employees may communicate more indirectly to maintain harmony and avoid confrontation.

[bookmark: _Toc224583069]3.3 Trompenaars’ Seven Dimensions of Culture
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (2012) developed another influential framework that explains cultural differences through seven dimensions. One important dimension is universalism versus particularism, which examines whether cultures emphasise rules or relationships when making decisions. This dimension helps explain how organisations in different countries approach business practices and interpersonal interactions.
The UK generally reflects a universalist culture, meaning that formal rules, policies, and procedures guide organisational behaviour. Employees are expected to follow standard regulations and treat situations consistently. Japan, however, places stronger emphasis on relationships and trust, which can influence negotiation and communication practices. Building strong relationships and mutual understanding is often considered important before making major business decisions.
Another relevant dimension is achievement versus ascription, which considers whether status is earned through performance or attributed through age, position, or social status. British organisations typically value achievement, where individuals gain recognition through their skills, qualifications, and work performance. In contrast, Japanese organisations often respect hierarchical status, where age, seniority, and position within the company play an important role in determining authority and influence.

[bookmark: _Toc224583070]4. Evaluation of Communication Differences between UK and Japanese Teams
[bookmark: _Toc224583071]4.1 Direct vs Indirect Communication
One of the most significant differences between UK and Japanese communication styles is the level of directness. British employees typically communicate ideas openly and expect clear feedback during meetings and discussions. They often express their opinions directly and value open dialogue when discussing work-related issues.
In contrast, Japanese communication is often indirect in order to maintain social harmony within the group. Employees may avoid openly disagreeing with colleagues or supervisors because doing so could create conflict or embarrassment (Gudykunst and Ting-Toomey, 1988). Instead, they may communicate their opinions in a more subtle or indirect way.
In a joint project between Unilever and Sony, this difference may lead to misunderstandings. For example, British employees may interpret indirect responses from Japanese colleagues as agreement, even when there are concerns or disagreements. At the same time, Japanese employees may perceive the direct communication style of British colleagues as overly aggressive or insensitive, which could affect teamwork and collaboration.

[bookmark: _Toc224583072]4.2 Decision-Making and Hierarchy
Another communication difference relates to decision-making processes. In British organisations, decision-making is often relatively decentralised and employees are encouraged to express their opinions.
Japanese organisations tend to follow a more hierarchical decision-making process known as ringi, where proposals circulate among different levels of management before final approval is granted (Nakane, 1970). This approach emphasises consensus and collective responsibility.
Consequently, UK employees may perceive the Japanese decision-making process as slow or bureaucratic, while Japanese employees may consider the British approach too informal or rushed
[bookmark: _Toc224583073]4.3 Individualism vs Collectivism
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions highlight that the UK ranks high in individualism, meaning that employees prioritise personal achievements and individual responsibilities. In such cultures, individuals are encouraged to express their own ideas and take initiative in the workplace. Communication therefore tends to reflect personal opinions, independent thinking, and open discussion.
Japan, however, emphasises collectivism and group harmony. In Japanese organisations, employees often prioritise the interests of the group over individual preferences. As a result, employees may avoid expressing opinions that could disrupt team unity or create disagreement within the group.
During collaborative projects, this difference may create communication barriers. British team members may expect open debate and active participation during meetings, while Japanese employees may prefer private discussions or consensus-building before expressing opinions publicly. This difference in communication approaches can sometimes lead to misunderstandings within multinational teams.

[bookmark: _Toc224583074]4.4 Attitudes to Uncertainty and Risk
Another cultural difference concerns attitudes towards uncertainty. Japan demonstrates relatively high levels of uncertainty avoidance, meaning that employees prefer detailed planning, clear procedures, and strategies that reduce potential risks. Organisations often rely on structured processes and careful analysis before making important decisions.
The UK, on the other hand, tends to be more comfortable with ambiguity and flexible decision-making (Hofstede, 2011). British organisations are often more open to new ideas and may be willing to take calculated risks in order to encourage innovation and efficiency.
In multinational project teams, this difference may affect communication during planning and implementation phases. Japanese employees may request extensive documentation, detailed plans, and thorough risk analysis before proceeding with a project. In contrast, British employees may prioritise innovation and faster decision-making, which can sometimes create differences in expectations when working together
[bookmark: _Toc224583075]4.5 Relationship Building and Business Etiquette
Business relationships also influence communication practices. In Japanese business culture, establishing trust and long-term relationships is considered essential before conducting business negotiations.
Meetings often begin with formal greetings, exchange of business cards, and respectful language. These practices demonstrate professionalism and respect within Japanese corporate culture (Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, 2012).
British business culture, although professional, tends to be more informal and less ritualised. Communication may include humour and casual conversation, which may sometimes be misunderstood by Japanese colleagues.
Failure to recognise these cultural expectations may create discomfort or confusion during international meetings.

[bookmark: _Toc224583076]5.Implication for International Business Communication
Understanding cultural differences between UK and Japanese teams is essential for successful international collaboration. Organisations must implement strategies to improve intercultural communication and minimise misunderstandings.
One effective approach is cross-cultural training, which helps employees develop awareness of different communication styles and cultural expectations. Training programmes can improve employees’ ability to adapt their communication behaviour when working with international colleagues.
Another strategy involves establishing clear communication protocols, including structured meetings, written documentation, and collaborative decision-making processes. These practices can help bridge differences between direct and indirect communication styles.
Leadership also plays a critical role in facilitating intercultural collaboration. Managers responsible for multinational teams should encourage mutual respect, active listening, and inclusive communication practices.
By recognising and managing cultural differences effectively, multinational organisations such as Unilever and Sony can strengthen their partnerships and improve project outcomes.

[bookmark: _Toc224583077]6. Conclusion
In conclusion, intercultural communication plays a critical role in international business collaborations. Differences in cultural values between the United Kingdom and Japan significantly influence workplace communication styles, decision-making processes, and organisational relationships.
This essay analysed these differences through the application of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, Hall’s high-context and low-context communication theory, and Trompenaars’ seven cultural dimensions. The analysis highlighted key communication differences, including direct versus indirect communication, individualism versus collectivism, attitudes towards hierarchy, and approaches to uncertainty and risk.
These cultural distinctions may lead to misunderstandings in multinational teams if not properly managed. However, organisations can reduce communication barriers by promoting cross-cultural awareness, implementing structured communication processes, and encouraging inclusive leadership.
As multinational companies continue expanding globally, developing effective intercultural communication strategies will remain essential for achieving successful international partnerships and sustainable business growth.
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